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Description
This article investigates an erasure technique present in the seventeenth century English manuscript play, The
Royal Merchant. It maps out a brief history of the modern scholarly awareness of this European scribal
practice, then compares examples of knife erasure in The Royal Merchant with examples in the survey I
completed of over 40 seventeenth century English manuscript plays from the Folger and British Libraries.
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The “Art of Scraping”: Knife Erasures in Seventeenth Century English Manuscript Plays 
 
The field of manuscript studies often requires placing the unique traits of one manuscript within the broader categories of 
recognized writing practices. The focus of such a project would be to compare the writing practice in the subject manuscript with the 
same practice within a context: a time and a place. But during the research stretch of my English thesis on the seventeenth century 
English play manuscript, The Royal Merchant (UPenn Ms. Codex 926), my advisor Peter Stallybrass and I discovered something we 
had no name to describe, let alone categorize. Parts of the manuscript were colored differently than the rest of the paper, becoming 
almost translucent. Some of these “patches” were beneath words, and some were merely blank spaces. When we looked closely at 
some of these patches, we could make out the ghosts of words written in nearly absent ink.  
This article investigates the scribal practice we investigated to explain this finding, which we coined “knife erasure”. I will 
attempt to formulate how and why a scribe might have used knife erasure, based on examples in The Royal Merchant and on the 
broader survey I conducted on seventeenth century English manuscript plays. 
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 The Royal Merchant has no attributed author,1 and its performance does not exist in any of the major online theater databases.2 
From its own interior references, we know that the author wrote the play sometime after Davenant and sometime before the rise of 
Dryden, dating The Royal Merchant at the early 1660s, after Davenant was an established figure and before Dryden had become an 
obvious point of comparison for an aspiring dramatist.  
The most striking feature of this manuscript is the variety and masterful execution of its scripts. On the title page, The Royal 
Merchant is foregrounded in high-backed Roman lettering. Commentary in Italic, a more common script in seventeenth-century 
English manuscripts, surrounds the page. On the next page, the first act and scene are presented in heavy Blackletter writing. The rest 
of the manuscript is not as diverse in its script types, but the quality and care of the writing suggests this was the rendering of a 
professional scribe.3 It is the product of immense skill. The manuscript is likely what was called a “presentation copy” rather than a 
“performance copy”; it is a work of aesthetic and material value.  
                                                 
1 Although an unknown, previous owner of the manuscript attributes the play to the actor and playwright Henry Norris, this is a 
mistake. 
2 Among other sources, EEBO, ECCO, and the database of Eighteenth Century Drama: Censorship, Society and the Stage. This last 
database in particular suggests that this play was not widely performed, as it claims to document nearly every play submitted for 
license between 1737 and 1824. 
3 The Blackletter and Roman scripts are reserved for titles and the beginning of new scenes. The Italic script is the most common, used 




The left image, from The Royal Merchant’s title page, proves similar in design to an example in Edward Cocker’s 1659 
handwriting manual. 
 
The meticulous care put into this manuscript led Dr. Stallybrass and I to theorize that the mysterious patches of light-
colored paper were the result of a previously-unstudied erasure technique. This technique would require more time and caution 
than more simple erasure techniques (such as crossing out with ink), but the result would be a near-perfect manuscript. Dr. 




Left: Trinity College Library (Cambridge) Ms. R.17.1, f283 v, written in Canterbury in the twelfth century. Right: Huntington 
Library Ms. HM 60, written in France at the turn of the fifteenth century.  
 
 I could find some scattered references of the so-called “knife erasure” technique in web articles about manuscripts, but very 
little in the way of actual scholarship, and to my knowledge, no academic articles have been devoted to its study thus far. Leila Avrin 
notes the references of scribal penknives in the Bible “used for sharpening reeds, for correcting mistakes by scraping, and for cutting 
papyrus” (113). Jacques Derrida remarks on Medieval knife erasure in his The Post Card from Socrates to Freud and Beyond. 
Speaking of Socrates working as a scribe, Derrida describes him as “erasing with one hand, scratching, and with the other he is still 
scratching, writing” (25). Jonathan Goldberg cites the Derrida example but does not elaborate much on it (78). Nardizzi connects a 
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line from Shakespeare’s sonnet 15, “I engraft you new,” (14) to the Renaissance scribal practice of erasing with a knife, arguing that 
“both grafters and poets in Renaissance England employed a penknife to generate new ‘flowers’” (84). The knife was used “to even 
out the page, to keep their place in the text from which they copied, to scrape away a mistake on the page, and, perhaps most 
importantly, to prepare the tip of a quill” (95). From a survey of the literature, it appears that references to the use of a knife in scribal 
practices are scattered, and a general awareness of the use of knives in various time periods is acknowledged, but without the 
comprehensiveness that we might expect of such a subject. 
This article will examine knife erasures in The Royal Merchant in order to compare it to instances of postulated knife erasure 
present in other seventeenth century English play manuscripts found at the Folger and British libraries. 
Knife erasure is, simply, the technique of a scribe scraping the top layer of the paper away with a knife to correct mistakes 
subtly. So successful was the scribe of The Royal Merchant in using this method that I only noticed it at a late stage in the analysis of 
the manuscript. Sometimes, the faint traces of letters beneath text are visible. Large gaps in the text, when the erased text filled more 
space than the replacement text, are prevalent. In every case, it is the same hand that has added the text on top of the erasure, 
suggesting that this was the scribe’s original work and not the corrections of a later scribe. 
 
 





Here it is possible to make out the remains of writing that was erased in this method. 
 
 The other erasure method present in The Royal Merchant is the “deletion” method, in which the scribe crosses out a word or 
part of a word and writes over or under the faulty mark, an “insertion”. But this strategy, while prevalent in most of the manuscripts I 
observed in the manuscript study (see Index), was uncommon in this manuscript, only occurring in a few instances. It is unclear why 
knife erasure was not used uniformly in the manuscript; one possibility is that the deletions and insertions were put in at another time, 
although probably by the same scribe. But it could also be that the scribe was in a hurry to finish, or ran out of patience. 
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This is a rare example of an insertion in The Royal Merchant. An insertion can either take place as a full word, or a single letter. 




The stage direction theres a letter appears slightly misplaced in the manuscript, suggesting the scribe added it in later. The text 
















This deletion is not a crossing out, but rather a writing over a pre-existing text. Another word was written here prior to Doubtfull, 




In this example of deletion, the letter replaced by u is entirely covered. 
 
 Most of the other seventeenth century manuscripts in the manuscript study contained no examples of knife erasure, instead 





Page 36 of Add MS 78358 (Thersander) provides an example of knife erasure. Underneath “Themselues” the remnant of another 
word is visible. One question is whether water was also used to dilute the ink before scratching it out with a knife. The effort in 
changing the manuscript in the neatest way possible is puzzling in this case, as there are cross outs in other parts of the manuscript. 
One explanation is that the original scribe changed the manuscript here (“Themselues” appears to be written in the original hand), 
and a later person or persons came around later to edit the manuscript further—perhaps transitioning it from a presentation copy 




This knife erasure from Add MS 36759 (The Swisser) is more meticulously executed than the first example. The remains of the 
word underneath “Tim” are just barely visible. It does not appear that any water was used here.  
 11 
 
 The manuscripts that include examples of knife erasures tend to be more carefully crafted with finer scripts, to contain fewer 
errors overall, and to be presentation copies rather than performance copies. Knife erasures were present in a small minority of all the 
manuscripts in the study. All of this evidence supports the theory that knife erasure was an impractical, time consuming procedure 
performed with a mind to the aesthetic value of the manuscript.   
 An examination of the scribal writing practices of a time and context does more to help us understand the landscape of a 
manuscript; it illuminates the spectrum of possibilities within the material reality of writing. And that we can reconstruct this reality 
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